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‘The gift of teaching is a peculiar talent and implies a need and a craving in the teacher himself’. John Jay Chapman (1862-1933).

Nagging questions remain: Where is the line between making the most of one's potential and reaching for the unattainable? Where is the line between education as a tool and education as a kind of magic? The line is blurred and that is why when education fails, disillusionment is so bitter."   Henry Anatole Grunwald (1922-2005).
AbstractWhile there has been much recent interest in the impact of organisational structures underpinning psychotherapeutic training (eg. Davies 2008, Kernberg, 2006), there has been curiously little interest in impact of interpersonal dynamics on the process of teaching psychotherapy. In this paper, I draw on my experience as a university lecturer and tutor on a post-graduate counselling and psychotherapy training programme to explore some of the unconscious dynamics underpinning the psychotherapy trainee’s development towards a mature professional identity. The implicit expectations that trainee psychotherapists hold at the start of their training are initially discussed; I then turn to psychoanalytic writers such as Bollas, Winnicott and Jessica Benjamin in an attempt to articulate and explore how trainees may progress from relating to constructive use of their tutors in their quest for personal transformation and professional recognition.  Key words: psychotherapy training, psychotherapy trainees, unconscious dynamics, intersubjectivity, recognition, transformation.Introduction	
In Alan Bennett’s (2004) play ‘The History Boys’, we find ourselves inside a mediocre grammar school in the 1980s, where two protagonists, Hector and Irwin, teach a class of Oxbridge hopefuls. Irwin is the insidious but shrewd young supply teacher, brought in by an overly-ambitious headmaster to improve the academic standing of the school by providing his adolescent charges with strategies to improve their exam technique. By contrast, the inspirational but flawed Hector’s commitment to liberal education and ‘the truth’ means that he prefers to spend general studies lessons inculcating the boys with a love of literature, drama, poetry, philosophy and music.  In one memorably poignant scene, Hector is tutoring the teenage Posner in Hardy’s poem ‘Drummer Hodge’, a poem that has deep significance and meaning for them both. In the course of the tutorial, Hector leans across to Posner, wistfully sharing the heartfelt truth that: ‘The best moments in reading are when you come across something – a thought, a feeling, a way of looking at things – which you had thought special and particular to you. Now here it is, set down by someone else, a person you have never met, someone even who is long dead. And it is as if a hand has come out and taken yours’.

Bennett’s fantastically witty and moving play is of course an educational polemic, pitting liberal humanism against Thatcherite utilitarianism. But it is ultimately, and more radically, less about the politics and more about the process of teaching: the attempt to draw out, rather than the effort to put in; about teaching as the lighting of fires, as Yeats has evocatively claimed, rather than the filling of buckets. It is also a play about the highly-charged relationships that can exist between teachers and pupils and the long-lasting emotional impact that a teacher may have on the future of his or her charges.





Whilst there may be many different reasons why individuals choose to adopt a career in psychotherapy, the ‘wounded healer’ literature (eg. Samuels, 1986) suggests that some trainees are driven by their own psychopathology to vicariously heal themselves through dedicating their lives to the care of others. Racusin, Abramowitz and Winter (1981) found that over 75% of therapists they interviewed had undertaken caretaking
roles in early family relationships, such as parenting or counselling.  Glickhauf-Hughes and Mehlman (1995) use the term ‘parentification’ to describe the emotional role into which the future therapist may be cast within the family, and suggest that such children develop ‘emotional antennae’ which can predispose them to joining a therapeutic profession. Ford (1963) in line with Menninger (1957) further suggests that trainees are attracted to the profession by a wish for self-realisation and self-identity and Sussman (1992) points out that ‘there is considerable evidence to suggest that those who seek to become therapists themselves have gone through periods of psychological disorganisation themselves and this might contribute not only to the desire but also to the ability to cure others’ (p.30). These and other writers concur that the individual’s choice of a therapeutic profession is frequently one in which the desire to effect some kind of personal cure or self-transformation is evident.

The notion of cure and transformation has been seen by some as a potent source of unconscious fantasy. Werbart (2007) for example has recently pointed out the prevalence of ‘utopic’ theories of cure in psychoanalysis and psychoanalytic education. He argues that the fantasy of the ‘decisive and complete cure’ (p.1393) is rooted in therapists’ and clients’ implicit private theories, where the ‘myth of perfectibility’ (Gaskill, 1980) and the belief that therapy will result in a psychological rebirth to a better, higher existence, is evident. Werbart goes on to make a parallel between the desire for the ‘complete cure’ and the hope of a ‘complete psychoanalytic education’, suggesting that many psychoanalytic institutes are currently gripped by an utopian frame of mind in which there is an unconscious expectation that psychoanalytic candidates will need to prove themselves worthy to be guardians of the psychoanalytic heritage.

Whilst it could be argued that the desire for an ‘utopic cure’ is particularly salient within psychoanalytic training institutions predicated on the structures of power, authority and charismatic individual personality (Kernberg, 2006), Skovholt and Ronnestad (2003) have noted similarly ‘glamorised expectations’ in their study of novice counsellors. They found that ‘the wish to produce wondrous results’ (p.53) in clients is particularly evident in psychotherapeutic trainees, whose idealised role models sponsor the expectation that the ‘goal of magnificent change’ is achievable. ‘Without full awareness’ they claim, ‘the novice is often more hopeful about the impact of his of her efforts than is warranted (p.53). They suggest this may, in part, be due to trainees’ perception of the link between client improvement and their nascent and fragile professional self-worth.

Given this potent mix of unconscious fantasy, high expectation and personal vulnerability, it is not surprising that some psychotherapy trainees battle with high levels of apprehension and fear.  For those with little previous experience, much of this anxiety is likely to be driven by starting clinical work, where trainees now confront the complexity and ambiguity of their chosen profession for the first time.  Indeed, the emotional reality of the work may emerge with particular force and clarity as trainees on clinical placements meet with a variety of individuals, situations and contexts where their own emotional responses, capacities and nascent therapeutic skills are profoundly and continually challenged.  Wheeler (2002) has argued that all therapists face considerable emotional demands in their work, pointing out that the central task of the therapist is to make, endure and end a relationship. She suggests that, among other things, this involves the therapist’s capacity to sustain a relationship while under attack, to tolerate hating and being hated without withdrawing or acting out, to take risks and suffer the consequences, and to sustain intense feelings without always understanding what they mean. At an unconscious level, too,  Brenman-Pick (1985) argues that patients ‘touch off….deep issues and anxieties related to the need to be loved and the fear of catastrophic consequences in the face of defects, ie. primitive or persecutory anxiety’ (p.41).

Skovholt and Ronnestad (2003) have argued out that there are a number of specific stressors that face novice therapists who have embarked on their chosen career. These may include: acute performance anxiety and fear; evaluation stress; difficulty in regulating emotional boundaries; a fragile or incomplete practitioner self and inadequate conceptual maps. In particular, and unsurprisingly, they highlight the  trainees’ need for positive mentors to help them navigate their way through uncertain, ambiguous and anxiety-provoking novel situations. Skovholt and Ronnestad eloquently describe this urgent need for support and guidance:

‘The novice wants and needs mentors to be available, supportive, positive and helpful in specific ways. The absence of a mentor leaves the needy novice with ‘orphan distress’, searching for one’s way on the high seas without experience. Equally distressing is the novice’s disillusionment with a mentor who has failed to provide the intensely needed support and instruction.  Examples include the absent, critical and confusing professional adult. The terms ‘orphan distress’ and ‘novice neglect’ summarise this fear’ (2003, p.55). 

Of course, not all psychotherapy trainees are novices. As Davies (2008) has recently noted, many experienced mature psychotherapy trainees are also subject to intense evaluation anxiety,  driven not only by fear of the consequences of failure, but of being judged as personally ‘unsuitable’ for the therapeutic profession by their supervisors. However, whilst Davies argues, along with Skovholt and Ronnestad (2003), that academic and clinical stressors may be more challenging for the inexperienced, he suggests that all psychotherapy trainees to varying degrees are likely to depend on supervisors and mentors to alleviate their anxiety and to provide reassurance. 





Bollas (1987) has described the way in which we continue, as adults, to search for symbolic equivalents to what he has termed the ‘transformational object’. Prototypically, this is the mother whose presence and ‘logic of being’ is associated with the experience of progressive internal and external metamorphoses of the self. Whilst we seek traces of this early experience in diverse ways - in jobs, holidays, cars, and relationships, for example, - Bollas suggests that we may also ‘imagine the self as transformational facilitator’ (p.17) and endow ourselves with the omnipotent capacity to effect change in another.  What he highlights is the absolute conviction that the object can and will deliver an experience of transformation:

‘Not yet fully identified as an other, the mother is experienced as a process of transformation, and this feature of early existence lives on in a certain form of object-seeking in adult life, where the object is sought for its function as signifier of transformation. Thus in adult life, the quest is not to possess the object; rather the object is pursued in order to surrender to it as a medium that alters the self’ ( p.14).

What I want to suggest is that the psychotherapeutic training institution in general and the psychotherapy tutor in particular may be nominated as a candidate ‘transformational object’ by the trainee. I am proposing here that the undoubted sense of vocation that we see in many of our trainees – that sense of being ‘summoned by an internal voice (Heimann, 1989, p.240) – is indicative of an a priori unconscious conviction in the capacity of a psychotherapeutic training programme and its tutors to sponsor a personal and professional transformation in the trainee that goes beyond the official agenda and curriculum of the training institution. The notion that a tutor may be the witting or unwitting bearer of such a projection I think helps us to make sense of the very high expectations of tutors that many trainees have at the start of their psychotherapeutic education. It also means that the tutor faces a double demand: firstly, he or she may be regarded as facilitator and sponsor of self-transformation in the trainee – from apprentice/novice to professional/expert; secondly, what the tutor is expected to impart to the trainee, (who frequently invests the tutor with a considerable degree of authority), is the means by which the trainee may sponsor transformation in others. I think this sets up a very specific emotional dynamic in lectures and seminars where the trainee both relates to the tutor as a potential transformational object through which the longed-for personal self-metamorphosis will be experienced and delivered; and uses the tutor as someone through whom the student will be able to translate academic learning into real-life professional clinical practice. 

This distinction between relating and usage, which Winnicott (1969) has elaborated in the context of the analytic relationship is, I suggest, rarely articulated or commented on within teaching discourse which more commonly – and optimistically - tends to conflate them. The passage from relating to usage I suspect is usually only manifest in what often passes for the mundane round of lectures and seminars within a university-based psychotherapeutic curriculum. However, just as therapists may vary in their capacity for moving their clients on from relating to using them, so too I suspect do teachers, and there are likely to be profound pedagogical implications to this variation. My thesis is that the struggle to move from relating to using tutors within training is only sometimes successful and may largely be played out within the individual relationships that tutors establish with their trainees. In this way, the teaching relationship may be seen principally as a struggle in which the trainee is attempting to instigate an intersubjective process through which his or her developing identity as an authentic and worthwhile therapist can be recognised by the tutor and the wider professional world. 
 
From object-relating to object-usage

Whilst it is impossible to adequately summarise Winnicott’s seminal thinking in this area, I will attempt to recapitulate some the main theoretical points in his paper ‘The Use of an Object’ (1969, 1971) for the sake of clarifying the unconscious dynamics that I am trying to articulate.

Winnicott’s developmental framework suggests that the baby initially experiences the self as part of mother, whose ‘good-enough’ adaptation to need permits the infant an illusion of omnipotence; of a world at one with his wishes. With creative play and the mother’s progressive failures to perfectly adapt, the baby gradually discovers both himself and external reality. In object-relating, Winnicott is suggesting that the other is first subjectively perceived in terms of projection and identification: in other words, baby experiences mother as part of the self. But to use the object, if it is to be more than simply an extension of the self, it needs to be ‘part of shared reality, not a bundle of projections’ (1971, p.103). But the object’s perceived externality paradoxically both sponsors and results from, the subject’s readiness to shift from object-relating to object-usage. This shift is not one that Winnicott takes for granted, however. It involves what he calls the ‘destruction’ of the object, a cavalier, ruthless attitude towards the other that places the object outside the subject’s omnipotent control. The potential non-survival of the object – ie its tendency to retaliate, withdraw, defend, or otherwise demonstrate a reduced capacity for relating and functioning now becomes a feature; and the extent to which the object does survive, so it can now contribute meaningfully to the subject’s development: ‘In these ways, the object develops its own autonomy and life, and (if it survives) contributes-in to the subject, according to its own properties’ (ibid. p. 106).

What does this mean in terms of teaching? Just as in the analytic relationship, psychotherapeutic tutors may be familiar with the way in which some trainees initially relate to them primarily in terms of projection and identification. As we have seen, there is an urgent need for tutors and mentors to guide the trainee through his or her psychotherapeutic transformation from neophyte helper to competent professional. It is not surprising then, as Lacan (1991) holds, that the tutor may be identified as ‘the one who knows’, holding a dual role that at once symbolises trainees’ personal and professional transformation and that in reality embodies professional gatekeeping.  Eagle, Haynes and Long (2007) point out how, in the early stages of training there is an inevitable ‘degree of regression’ (p.l39) where trainees give up their known identities in favour of adopting the ‘conscious incompetence’ of the novice. Ashurst (1993) has similarly noted the tendency for the trainee’s anxiety to sponsor the need to ‘impress the supervisor and be the favoured child’ (p.172). Such a regression I think is likely to entail an unconscious phantasy characteristic of Bion’s (1961) ‘basic assumption’ thinking; one where the omnipotent, protective mother/father/tutor will take care of the dependent trainee/group. Indeed, this is quite a commonplace dynamic that Davidson (1974) evocatively describes as the ‘good child’ model of psychotherapeutic training:

‘learning takes place because a teacher of authority imparts a certain kind of experience to his pupil….it also presupposes that until graduation occurs, the status quo of ‘us’ and ‘them’ must remain inviolate….To stay a ‘good child’, a candidate must not say what he needs to, or may say it less originally than he intended, for fear he may violate the model and interfere with his own progress’ (p.240).

The ‘good child’ model of training and its associated institutional practices are currently the focus of much critical attention from the psychotherapeutic and psychoanalytic communities (eg Kernberg, 1996, 2006; Mayer 2003). In the context of the current paper however, we can see that the regressive impact of such a training model may result in a very specific unconscious parallel emotional dynamic in the classroom: one that is characterised by what I would describe as wholesale eating of the tutor. I see this as where some trainees may hungrily accept the ideas, theories and concepts introduced by the tutor and swallow them whole, undigested, as a way of magically incorporating the yearned-for means of personal and professional metamorphosis. At this stage too, these trainees may be very dependent on their tutor to ‘feed’ them with information and ideas; to be available to discuss complex theoretical concepts and clinical material; and to reassure them about their progress.  

Whilst psychotherapeutic tutors may be familiar with and wary of this tendency in their trainees in whom they wish to foster a more critical, academically rigorous stance, from a developmental perspective perhaps we could see this as an important stage in trainee development.  Unconscious ‘eating’ I would argue enables the trainee to borrow, or incorporate the tutor’s knowledge, in order to develop what Ellwein, Grace and Comfort (1990) have termed a ‘practitionerself’. In psychoanalytic terms, we might think of this as akin to a temporary ‘false self’ (Winnicott, 1960) where the trainee becomes ‘like’ someone who knows about psychotherapeutic theory and practice. The urgent desire to help clients, to achieve a possibly premature therapeutic ‘competence’, and its corollary, a premature professional ‘transformation’ that is fed by the ever-expanding list of ‘competencies’ deemed essential to professional qualification, I think underpins and sustains precisely this kind of temporary, borrowed identity. We could argue it is this identity that permits trainees to flex their developing therapeutic muscles, and to be able to discuss and start to play with some of the concepts and ideas to which they are being exposed within lectures and seminars. At this early stage then, the wholesale swallowing of, or identification with the tutor appears to signify progress. 

However, with the introduction of clinical work, there is increasing pressure on trainees to link what they are learning in lectures, seminars and supervision with their clients’ specific problems and issues. It is here that the necessity of translating theoretical, academic material into the reality of clinical practice becomes pressing; and trainees often experience acute anxiety about whether or not they will be able to understand and help their clients. A degree of disappointment and disillusion with tutors and the training institution may emerge as trainees begin to realise that their knowledge and skills – their capacity to use what they have ingested - have yet to be developed, honed and acknowledged by the tutors and the institution. Skovholt and Ronnestad (2003) similarly note that: 

‘Many novices experience disillusionment with their training program when they realize that acquired skills are insufficient and that the practice world of unique situations is different from that portrayed by academic models. There is almost universal criticism by individuals at this point, with criticism directed to the courses, the professors, or the entire program’ (p.52).

Disappointment and disillusion in the classroom.

Disappointment is tremendously difficult for both trainees and tutors to negotiate. It is difficult for the trainee because disappointment and disillusion are (in part, at least) the emotional consequences of recognising that the idealised transformational object is failing to provide the personal and professional metamorphosis that has been sought. It is equally difficult for the tutor to bear the brunt of what can often be the trainee’s or the group’s explicit, sometimes savage, disenchantment. Indeed, where the tutor has unconsciously over-identified with the role of ‘transformational object’, he or she may be unwilling or unable to relinquish it. This sometimes leads to frantic overwork and ‘burnout’ in the attempt to preclude trainees’ frustration or disappointment. Part of the difficulty here for both parties is because, as Winnicott (1971) points out, the move from object-relating to usage involves ‘destroying’ the object:

‘The thing that there is in between relating and use is the subject’s placing of the object outside the area of the subject’s omnipotent control; that is, the subject’s perception of the object as an external phenomenon, not as a projective entity, in fact recognition of it as an entity in its own right. This change (from relating to usage) means that the subject destroys the object’. (p.105).

In the context of psychotherapeutic teaching, I suggest that destruction begins where trainees no longer want to be ‘like’ someone who knows about psychotherapy, where they can no longer comply with, adapt to or swallow whole whatever is being taught. The ‘false self’, as it were, has bought competence at the price of imitation and this is felt to be futile and useless. The trainee’s quest for transformation is now driven by the developmental need to find and make his or her ‘real self’, a self grounded in what Polyani (1958) has called a ‘personal coefficient’ - the subjective appraisal of knowledge and experience which stamps and enriches it with personal significance. The trainee’s desire to find and make something real for him or herself can clearly be seen as a vital step towards maturity, one which emerges when trainees begin to question what they are learning and from whom they are learning it. For instance, when trainees start to examine (rather than merely swallow) the theoretical and conceptual material they are learning, they may attack it with questions, criticisms and counterarguments. They may pick holes in what is being presented; they may rubbish it; they may dismiss it as mad, bad or ridiculous. But to the extent that the material (concept, theory, research) survives such attacks, ie. what remains after it has been assailed with questions, criticisms, even incredulity, is then felt to be worthwhile, resilient, valuable; something that can now be used and applied. Coursework, essays and clinical case studies in psychotherapeutic training are convenient battlegrounds where some of these attacks may occur and where trainees have the opportunity to struggle with and establish the validity and ‘usability’ of the material they are learning.

Perhaps more importantly, we can also see how it is surely the psychotherapy tutor, no less than the material he or she is teaching, who may comes under attack. ‘Destruction’ of tutors and lecturers may take many forms. In some cases, there may be minor acting out in terms of trainees arriving late for lectures, chatting with each other, handing work in late or grumbling amongst the group. Other reactions may also include resistance to new ideas or theoretical frameworks, for instance where individuals within a group refuse to participate helpfully in lectures or seminars. The following vignette is taken from my own experience within a small clinical supervision group offered as part of a post-graduate university-based psychotherapy training. These trainees are all still relatively new to clinical work, and are currently studying some of Klein and Bion’s theoretical papers in their weekly lectures.

Taking a clinical supervision group for four trainees, I invite the group to share some of their recent clinical material. The group members look uncomfortable and, after a long pause, one trainee, John, offers to present a ‘difficult’ client that he is working with.  John says he feels at a loss to know what to do with his client who keeps asking for extra sessions; he simply doesn’t understand how the theoretical material they are currently learning on the course can help him manage the furious feelings his very needy and demanding client evokes in him. After some clinical material is presented, I ask the group to share their thoughts about the client, but nobody initiates a discussion. Perhaps in response to the unconscious pressure for me to ‘feed’ the group, I start to offer some thoughts of my own about the possible unconscious dynamics occurring between John and his client. In response, one of the group members ventures a rather childish joke about Klein; now there is laughter and some rather dismissive banter about the psychoanalytic texts they are currently reading, and the lack of time to properly engage with these difficult theoretical concepts.  At this stage, feeling rather stuck and annoyed, I invite the group to consider whether any aspects of Klein’s theory could be useful in understanding this client but the group falls silent again and the pressure returns once more for me to feed them with information. This time I am able to withstand the strain a little better, and simply continue to raise gentle questions about the client rather than provide possible answers or hypotheses.  After some encouragement, one member of the group now hesitantly wonders whether it might be the client, rather than John who is feeling furious, and someone else follows this up with a question: could it be an example of projective identification?  Another says rather fretfully that she just can’t ‘get her head round’ some of these ideas.  Some more positive contributions ensue and creative clinical thinking from the group starts to develop, albeit interspersed with occasional complaints and various gripes. I try to acknowledge the group’s anxieties and frustrations whilst continuing to focus on understanding the clinical material under discussion.

This is a rather mundane but not untypical example of the kind of emotional strain that can be involved in managing projections by trainees. Certainly, my feelings of irritation at these rather needy, demanding trainees appear to parallel John’s frustration and annoyance with his needy, rather dependent client (Searles, 1955).  However, from the perspective of the current discussion, we can also see the group as engaged in a two-fold task: the struggle to digest, rather than merely ‘swallow’ the complex theoretical material they are learning; and the struggle to establish whether or not I as supervisor can withstand their attacks.  In this instance, I am able to withstand the projections sufficiently for the group to begin use me to begin a process of developing their clinical understanding. 

Of course, more serious attacks against a tutor may occur, for instance when individual trainees take up an entrenched attitude of grievance, sometimes leading to formal complaints or even litigation against the institution or university. I am very far from claiming that each and every such case is an example of unresolved trainee-tutor transferences; I merely want to suggest that in some instances, such behaviour can also be seen as an attack through which the trainee may ultimately be seeking to establish the tutor as an external object, a person in his or her own right, rather than merely as a ‘bundle of projections’ (Winnicott, 1971, p. 103). 

This framework potentially conceptualises the tutor as ‘transitional object’, one who is at once object of projection as well as part of external, shared reality. In this sense, the psychotherapeutic tutor, no less than the therapist, needs to be able to help his or her trainees progress from relating via projection and identification to becoming able to use the tutor and the material that he or she is presenting in the service of clinical work. Just as Winnicott (1969) has claimed that ‘where playing is not possible then the work done by the therapist is directed towards bringing the patient from a state of not being able to play into a state of being able to play’ (p.44) so I am suggesting that psychotherapeutic teachers have a role to play in promoting trainees’ capacity to use them where this is not yet the case. We may well ask at this point how germane contributing to such a developmental project is likely to be within psychotherapeutic teaching. I certainly concur that this is a function that many psychotherapy training institutions prefer to locate in training therapists, leaving tutors and lecturers free to ‘deliver’ training modules unhampered by transferential demands. In discussing psychoanalytic teaching from the perspective of both tutors and students, for instance, Stanton (1966) has referred  to ‘the intrusion of unconscious material which belongs more to their personal analysis than to the classroom or lecture theatre’ (p.11). However, as this paper has tried to demonstrate, I think we must recognise that a significant proportion of unconscious material does emerge within the context of  university-based teaching - for instance, during lectures and seminars - and that therefore tutors and lecturers are necessarily heavily involved in this aspect of trainee development, whether or not this is consciously acknowledged. Indeed, insofar as the relational psychotherapeutic project itself is profoundly concerned with establishing and celebrating the other as a separate and equivalent centre of subjectivity, the capacity of the tutor to foster this ability in his or her trainees, in part at least by embodying the process whereby it develops, will be central to the teaching experience. 

Establishing the intersubjective stance.

I think the notion of recognition now becomes central, in part because I see the trainee’s acquisition of a nascent personal and professional identity as requiring acknowledgement and respect from a tutor now experienced as (permitted to be) real; one who is also, importantly, part of the external shared professional world which the trainee wants to join. Benjamin’s (1999) notion of ‘recognition’ recasts Winnicott’s ideas within an intersubjective framework and highlights the importance of establishing the object as a subject in its own right: to be recognised by the subject as having an equivalent centre of being and experience. 

‘Intersubjective theory postulates that the other must be recognised as another subject in order for the self to fully experience his or her subjectivity in the other’s presence. This means, first, that we have a need for recognition and second, a capacity to recognise others in return – mutual recognition. But recognition is a capacity of individual development that is only unevenly recognised…’  (1999 p.186)

Benjamin (1999) distinguishes between the capacity to ‘recognise’ the other as a subject in his or her own right, and the mental act of negating or ‘destroying’ the other by asserting one’s own reality and perspective. This ongoing, continual clash between recognition and destruction, between omnipotence and reality is ‘where we find out whether the real other survives’ (p.192). Where withdrawal, retaliation or aggression from the other becomes a feature, the other is destroyed, valueless, and cannot be used. From this more intersubjective perspective we can now begin to position the trainee as constantly striving not only for self-transformation but also for recognition of his or her professional identity or ‘real self’ in the eyes of the tutor and the external professional world of which the tutor is representative.  In this sense, the trainee’s longing to be an accepted member of this shared external world is what lends the shift from relating to use of the tutor its emotional valence. It is actually and in reality via the tutor’s recognition that the trainee will gain access to his chosen profession: the tutor and the institution can – indeed, sometimes have to - fail a student. I think it is inevitable then that this process entails some degree of emotional struggle within the teaching relationship as the trainee starts to shed his or her temporary ‘false self’ and seeks to establish and assert a more authentic professional identity. 

From an intersubjective perspective, this struggle can be seen as an interactive process, less about the trainee’s unresolved transferences and closer to more contemporary clinical descriptions of how patients may evoke and respond to the real inner life of the therapist (eg. Searles, 1975, Aron, 1999 Pizer, 1992, Davies, 2003). Slavin and Kreigman (1998) suggest that the patient’s attempt to evoke conflict within the analytic relationship is what provides the necessary conditions for a ‘genuine renegotiation’ (p.101) of internal life. Benjamin (1999) also sees mutual renegotiation as a key part of the continual process of recognition, destruction and repair within the therapeutic/teaching dyad whereby both participants continually joust with ‘the implacable reality’ (p.192) of the other. However, this intersubjective process is always in danger of collapsing into ‘reversible complementarity’ where the subjectivity, perspective and point of view of one participant becomes dominant over the other. In this situation, submission supersedes recognition and enjoyment of two separate subjectivities. The project here then is to re-establish an intersubjective or ‘third space’ (Britton, 1998) where both subjectivities can be brought back into play and mutuality re-established. 

My use of the word ‘jousting’ – the commitment to debate, critique, discussion and disagreement that is in principle, at least, applauded as ‘critical thinking’ within most training institutions – could perhaps be seen as akin to Winnicott’s notion of play. It is one of the ways in which the trainee may be invited to use the tutor, to find something worthwhile in the teaching relationship that feels real and external: something ‘other than me’ (Winnicott 1969, p.111) that can be incorporated or fed back into clinical practice.  Whilst academic institutions may wish to promote the intellectual benefit to be gained from such a process, I think it is easy to lose sight of the unconscious emotional dynamic that underpins the endeavour, a dynamic that is likely to be subject to enormous variation between individual trainees. Crucially, too, there will there be differences in how willing and able psychotherapeutic tutors are to tolerate the teaching relationship being used in this way. House (2003) for example, suggests that intersubjectivity ‘is bad news indeed for the practitioner who is wedded to their expert professional status’ (p.213); and it is certainly true that establishing an intersubjective teaching stance may be radically at odds with the ‘good child’ model of training with which many tutors (and institutions) are familiar. Some trainers may feel personally slighted by trainees’ anxious questions or hostile criticism and may resort to retaliation in the form of disapproval, condemnation, overt displays of power and authority or other institutionally sanctioned means of closing down debate, criticism and dissent. In these situations of ‘reversible complementarity’, the tutor’s perspective is privileged: the intersubjective space collapses and there is no room for or possibility of debate or thought. In other cases, a tutor’s feelings of inadequacy, vulnerability or self-criticism may be such that covert defensive reactions such as lack of punctuality, failure to prepare adequately for lectures etc, or even, in extreme cases, taking extended sick leave may occur. In these cases, the tutor has submitted to the projections and subjectivity of the group or individual, and once again, there is neither possibility nor space for thinking. A potent illustration of the way in which the teacher-student relationship can break down in this way – and a disquieting example of the consequences of a failure of mutual recognition - is provided by David Mamet’s film ‘Oleanna’, discussed in a penetrating paper by Shipton (2007). 

I see Benjamin’s theorising as useful because it offers us a powerful model through which we can consider the unconscious co-ordinates underpinning the establishment of an intersubjective stance in the classroom. Such a stance is crucially predicated on the tutor being willing to consider his or her own role and contribution in any particular teaching interaction, and an ability to use his or her own subjectivity when difficulties occur. This naturally precludes a pedagogical stance based on authority, and instead endorses one closer to Freire’s (1972) radical proposal for a dialogical education:





Just as the advent of relational models of practice have ‘democratised’ (Orbach, 2007) psychoanalysis, so the teaching of relational models of psychotherapy, including psychoanalytic psychotherapy, I think enjoin us to consider a more intersubjective, democratic stance, where the individual subjectivities and unconscious contribution of both trainee and tutor can be considered as part and parcel of the teaching process. The total visibility culture characteristic of today’s climate of managerialism has yet to measure the unseen influence of interpersonal dynamics within the context of the classroom, which, as MacRury (2007) has claimed ‘invisibly and radically inflect the qualities of an organisation’s work’ (p. 121). Davies (2008) has recently pointed out that organisational dynamics strongly influence institutional practices and argues that the strength of individual resistance to change justifies a focus on the social and political conditions of training institutions as the target of necessary reform. The current paper offers an alternative perspective, making a plea for attention to the unconscious dynamics of the individual teaching relationship and how these may themselves significantly impact on trainees’ progress towards a mature identity as professional therapist. Not the least amongst the radical implications of this position is exactly what the outcome of a successful psychotherapeutic training might entail: just as a difficult adolescence may presage healthy maturity, so we might argue from an intersubjective position that the capacity of trainees and their tutors to engage with and resolve conflict and difference, to achieve a degree of mutual recognition, could be seen as a measure of professional development. It remains to be seen whether, or to what extent, training institutions battling with the demands of the current audit culture can or wish to engage with such a prospect. 

There are further complexities that, for reasons of space, I have not been able to address. There is the central question of the projections and phantasies that we as psychotherapeutic tutors have of our trainees, which are just as likely powerfully to impact on the teaching relationship. Such phantasies may include the various ways in which our trainees may become the receptacles for unwanted, vulnerable or uncertain parts of ourselves, parts that can then be unconsciously split off, distanced and problematised. I suspect these kinds of projections not only cause immense difficulties within the context of the classroom but may also play at part, at least, in contributing to the overall tendency to reduce, depersonalise and professionalise contact between staff and students within the training institution. This in turn is likely to result in the increasingly urgent need for personal support and guidance which, as I have suggested, underpins and drives the trainee’s search for the ‘transformational object’. More benignly, perhaps, we may as tutors unconsciously locate our ‘trainee selves’ within our students and, through an empathic identification with their desire for transformation, enable and empower the student to find and make whatever is needed from us and from his or her psychotherapeutic education. 
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